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Behaviour: Begging Is a Joint Effort in Banded
MongoosesLack of competition for food items in banded mongoose litters allows
pups to benefit from more demanding siblings, suggesting that in this
species begging may not be entirely selfish.Ashleigh S. Griffin
The image of chicks begging for
food, climbing over one another
with necks stretched, screeching
and urgent, will bring a sigh of
recognition to any parent. It seems
that across the animal kingdom
there is no place for fraternal
good-will when it comes to being
fed. This makes perfect sense
from an evolutionary point of view
when the chances of surviving to
adulthood depend on the ability
to out-compete siblings. It would
seem, however, that there are
exceptions. In this issue of
Current Biology, a study on banded
mongooses shows that offspring
can actually benefit from having
actively begging littermates [1].
Banded mongooses are
cooperative breeders, which
means that all members of a
group contribute to offspring
care. However, compared to other
species of cooperative breeders,
they are unusual in that
reproduction is not monopolised
by the dominant female but shared
between adult females in the group
[2]. The females of a group usually
give birth on the same day, so that
the group can acquire over 20 pups
to care for, overnight. They cope
with this sudden burden of
responsibility in a very orderly
way: each pup adopts a single
adult — an ‘escort’ — by which it
will subsequently be reared to
independence (Figure 1).
The association between a pup
and its escort is exclusive: no adult
has more than one pup to feed,
and pups do not compete among
each other for food items from
other adults. Group members
forage in close proximity to one
another, each pup staying within
prey-snatching distance of theirescorts. It is easy to imagine that,
like a nest of chicks, a foraging
group of banded mongooses with
offspring present, make a fair
amount of noise: pups beg for
food by emitting a high-pitched,
bird-like chirp about once every
two seconds. Noisy littermates do
not impose a cost on their siblings,
however, as they are not in
competition for food items.
Furthermore, as the new work by
Matthew Bell shows [1], they
provide a benefit because adults
respond to begging intensity from
the group as a whole.
Bell [1] was able to exploit the
unusual system of offspring care
to test predictions about conflict
between siblings and the evolution
of begging behaviour. He studied
banded mongooses in Queen
Elizabeth National Park, Uganda,
which have been the subject of
a long-term study since 1995 and
are habituated to the presence of
human observers. Bell used
‘unique haircuts’ to identify
individual pups, and followed
groups closely enough to obtain
data on the calling rate of individual
pups and the number of food items
provided. He was also able to
monitor changes in body condition
by weighing individuals that had
been trained to mount scales.
Using this detailed information,he was able not only to observe
patterns in begging behaviour but
also to experimentally manipulate
the costs and benefits of begging.
If pups benefit from having noisy
siblings, then the most obvious
prediction is that in larger groups,
where there are more pups
contributing to begging intensity,
pups will be provisionedmore. This
has been confirmed by Bell [1], but
begging frequency of individual
pups also plays an important role:
pups that begged less, were fed
more if they were part of a larger
litter, whereas pups who always
begged a lot were always fed well,
regardless of litter size. Hungry
pups, which begged more urgently
than sated pups, also adjusted
begging intensity according to
group size. To confirm that these
results were indeed due to overall
begging intensity of the group,
begging intensity was manipulated
in two ways: by temporarily
removing pups from the group
and by removing escorts – pups
begged less when the escort of
a pup was absent. In both of these
cases, pups significantly increased
their begging rates relative to
control groups.
A particularly impressive aspect
of Bell’s study [1] is the direct
measurement of the cost of
begging in terms of weight loss.
Pups in experimentally reduced
litters increased begging rate and
were fed more, but they failed to
put on weight as quickly as pups
in control groups. This resultFigure 1. Escort service.
A banded mongoose pup
(right) following its adult es-
cort (left) on a foraging trip.
A pup selects an adult in
the first few days of emerg-
ing from the burrow and for
the next three months rarely
leaves its side. Photo by
Matthew Bell.
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pups not only benefit from
demanding siblings but suffer
a direct cost from their absence.
With mortality typically high in
young mammals, weight gain is
critical for survival. Noise is good
but begging is costly: for a banded
mongoose, the more demanding
your brothers and sisters are, the
better.
Brothers and sisters working
together to get the most out of
their adult relatives? It has an
unconvincing ring to it, mainly
because in such circumstances we
expect that natural selection would
strongly favour a relatively quiet
pup that exploited the begging
of its littermates to avoid the cost
of begging itself, a so-called
‘free-loader’. Clearly, silence hasn’t
been a very successful strategy in
banded mongoose pups, so how is
begging maintained by selection?
The problem disappears when the
direct fitness consequences of
the behaviour are considered.
Although escorts respond to the
total begging intensity of the littler,
the study by Bell [1] presents
evidence that they also adjust their
provisioning rate in response to the
begging intensity of their ownMolecular Motor
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Cytoskeletal transport involves
combinations of actin filaments
and myosin motors, as well as
microtubules and microtubule
motors. Such transport is essential
for the creation and maintenance
of cell organization; failed transport
is implicated in neurodegeneration
and other diseases. A significant
amount of work has studied the
movement of single molecular
motors along isolated filaments,
but how the system of motors
and filaments combine to result infollower pup — for pups that
begged a lot, the size of the group
made no difference to the amount
they were provisioned. Begging,
thus, provides a clear benefit to
pups, by ensuring a steady supply
of food items from an adult.
Banded mongooses resemble
most other species that raise litters
or clutches in that there are
obvious direct benefits to begging.
What makes banded mongooses
special is that persistent,
demanding begging does not
deprive siblings of food. In fact, we
can in this case describe begging
most accurately as mutually
beneficial because it increases the
fitness of both beggars and their
siblings [3]. Is it fair to say then,
that begging is cooperative? Not
necessarily, unless it could be
demonstrated that the benefit
provided to others contributes to
selection for the observed begging
intensity [3,4]. There are, however,
several reasons why begging in
banded mongooses is likely to be
cooperative. Littermates may
include genetically related
individuals, so there is potential
for kin selected benefits [5]. In
addition, increasing the survival
rates of littermates will result ins: A Tale of Two
actin frequently switch filaments.
rs provides insight into this switching
ling that myosin V diffuses on
effective transport is largely
unexplored. In order to use
single-molecule findings to
understand transport in vivo, we
must clarify what happens at
filament–filament intersections.
A new study [1] shows that single
myosin V motors can navigate
intersections, with some surprises,
and a second new study [2]
provides insight into how this
navigation occurs.
There are two classes of
filament–filament intersections:
actin–actin and actin–microtubule.
In vivo, many individual cargoslarger group sizes in adulthood
and thus more escorts to share
the load in the future [6,7].
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moves along actin) and kinesin
and dynein (which move towards
the plus- and minus-ends of
microtubules, respectively) [3,4].
Thus, in principle at any given
filament crossing, a cargo might be
able to move along either filament.
Past work, in the melanophore
(pigment granule) system has
provided clues about events at
intersections. Melanophores are
cells found in the skin of fish and
frogs [5], allowing the animal to
change color by dispersing or
aggregating pigment. Dispersion
involves the transport of pigment
granules first along microtubules,
and then along actin; the reverse
process operates for aggregation
(Figure 1). For uniform dispersion,
granules probably move along
multiple actin filaments after they
have left the microtubules.
Conversely, for aggregation,
granules may switch between
